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1. The guarded privacy of peasant life has long been a common­
place of European folk wisdom, and is well-established in social 
theory as a principle element in the notion of tradition. The privacy 
- and inaccessability- of the peasant has been the object of 
strategic manoeuvre by colonial policymakers, revolutionary cadres 
and agents of political and economic development. Current sociolo• 
gical and anthropological accounts of J\-fediterranean, Latin American, 
Asian and African peasantries revolve around the same axis. Through 
all these theories of society, both pragmatic and academic, run two 
competing images of peasants, coloured by the positive and negative 
aspects of privacy. 

One portrait of the peasant shows him to be narrow-minded, 
distrustful, mean and quarrelsome, having only slightly more use 
for his neighbor than he has for a stranger, a thorough unbeliever 
in the concept of the public good, an "amoral familist" whose 
social ethics stop at his own front door. Peasant privacy in this 
picture is but another face of selfish ignorance. Competing with this 
unappealing fellow is the sturdy, self-reliant, openhearted salt of 
the earth, the unhurried husbander of nature's forces, whose elemen­
tal skills protect him from the vagaries of modern civilization. Peasant 

1 A version of this paper was originally presented as a contribution to a 
symposium on the Public/Private Dichotomy, in the Research School of 
Social Sciences, Australian National University, in September 1979. We are 
indebted to S. I. Benn for his invitation to consider the issues involved, 
and to Rodney Needham for his critical commentL 
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